This creative thesis strives to carve out the constitutional disappointments in our psychic experiences and the equally constitutional human effort to seek a temporal sense of contentment amid the disappointments, from the context of the increasing fluidity of the present world, where international mobility has ceased to be the privilege or misfortune of a few and become the norm of a growing globalized population. In this thesis, an inward-looking, self-exploring approach is employed to explore the pluralism in both disappointment and self-consoling. The limitations in the characters' perspectives are essential to both stories in this thesis, because a limited perspective can lead to disappointments, but it also allows the human subject to stay hopeful with the remaining options after the disappointing turn of events. Both stories are told in first person, because the first person point of view is very effective in showing the limitations of a particular perspective. Inspired by Kazuo Ishiguro, the stories adopt a very meticulous, analytical style of narration-a style that prompts deep thinking in readers and invites doubts.
INTRODUCTION
The first duty of the human sciences is perhaps to hold on to both sides of the equation: that life can be good and made better, and that life ends in the ultimate disappointment of death.
-Ian Craib, The Importance of Disappointment
Disappointment is a universal experience that literatures of every historical period have tried to depict and explicate. As the postmodern human experience becomes more and more fragmented, the increasing pluralism in both disappointment and self-consoling raises a great challenge for writers today. The two stories in this thesis strive to carve out the constitutional disappointments in our psychic experiences and the equally constitutional human effort to seek a temporal sense of contentment amid the disappointments, from the context of the increasing fluidity of the present world, where international mobility has ceased to be the privilege or misfortune of a few and become the norm of a growing globalized population. As Eva Hoffman points out in The New Nomads, we live in a "decentered world" today, "one in which the wanderers no longer trace and retrace a given territory or look to any one symbolic locus of meaning" (57). In this context, the disappointment experienced by the mobile subject cannot be addressed with a simple diagnosis of "homesickness" (58)-an inward-looking, self-exploring approach is much needed.
The novel that provides me the greatest inspiration on human disappointment is Kazuo Ishiguro's The Remains of the Day. I find myself exceedingly drawn to the character of Stevens. Fully devoted to his service to Lord Darlington, Stevens, the butler, confines himself to a state of oblivion by choice-he suppresses his occasional doubts in his employer's conducts, and denies himself the entitlement to his own political views.
Throughout the book, Ishiguro gives many hints that point the readers' attention to this oblivion, one of which being the conversation between Stevens and Mr Cardinal:
'Haven't you even had a suspicion? The smallest suspicion that Herr Hitler, through our dear friend Herr Ribbentrop, has been manoeuvring his lordship like a pawn, just as easily as he manoeuvres any of his other pawns back in Berlin?' 'I'm sorry, sir, I'm afraid I have not noticed any such development.' 'But I suppose you wouldn't, Stevens, because you're not curious. You just let all this go on before you and you never think to look at it for what it is. ' (223) Not only does Stevens let the political situation go on before him and "never think to look at it for what it is," he also develops a habit of disregarding his own feelings about relations and forgoes the opportunity to find companionship. He often chooses to suppress his emotional reactions towards Miss Kenton in order to maintain the "dignity" Sadly, in the end, Stevens has no choice but to admit that the greatness of Lord Darlington-whom Stevens has given up all personal instincts in order to serve-is an illusion. All the suppression only amounts to the greatest disappointment in the storyStevens's final realization that it is now too late to redeem the loss in his life.
I find this notion-the disappointment that results from one's oblivion-a fascinating subject to explore in my stories. Set in a transnational frame, my characters' oblivion stems from the ungraspable complexity of the translocal experience. In A Special Guest, Benjamin misplaces his faith in the universality of international drifting.
Having seemingly coped well with his childhood uprooting, Benjamin thinks that he could do well in any strange place. What he doesn't realize is that his first uprooting happened at an early age when he did not face the pressures of a grown-up. He has a natural tendency to focus on the surrounding environment rather than human relations, which makes the first transition relatively easy, because he was too occupied by the excitements of the new environment to brood on the difficulties of fitting in. But this time in China, he completely misses the dynamics of the society around him and his real role in the school, dropping into a similar state of detachment like the butler in The Remains of the Day, and later coming to the disappointing realization that he has missed the larger picture.
The unfamiliar language environment that often accompanies translocation encourages this detachment. As Hoffman observes, "the richness of articulation gives the hues of subtlety and nuance to our perceptions and thought" (48). At a stage when the mobile subject is not yet used to the more sophisticated use of his new language, he constantly interacts with his surroundings in a once-removed manner, even though he is in direct contact with his new environment. This makes his surroundings seem pleasantly uncomplicated. Yet this is a trick of perception that lures the mobile subject to hold on to an unhealthy degree of detachment, where his world seems simple, and he have very few social duties to fulfill. He may enjoy the simplicity of this phase, but not without cost.
For Benjamin, the childhood uprooting did not involve as much a language challenge, but during his stay in China, the impact of a language barrier is profound. There is very little in the small town society in which he can participate directly. However, Benjamin does not immediately recognize this as a drawback. He misinterprets this lack of participation as the simplicity of life in a small town. I try to create a contrast between Benjamin's meticulous observation of his surroundings and his insensibility to the deeper implications. The story begins with Benjamin's detailed description of the apartment that he is given. But as the story progresses, I hope the readers come to realize that his observations all stop at the surface-he observes from the view point of an impassive spectator rather than an active participant.
At this point, I think it's important that I share my experience of forming a story idea. At the beginning stage of writing this creative thesis, I started out looking for a story by searching my own life for a significant event. However, although I could think of several important moments in my life, none of them seemed to be interesting story-seeds.
The truth is, I have never been used to grabbing the party's attention with my own stories.
I'm too conscious of the relativism of the word "significance"-the events in my life are only a few tiny particles against the enormous backdrop of the universe. They may be significant to me, but are hardly noticeable to those not involved.
But, if a tempest in my own microcosm can appear barely a drizzle to an unrelated human being, how many times have I rubbed shoulders with another without realizing the tumult going on inside his world? How many times have I dismissed something as trivial when it is someone else's life-changing event? There have been many people whose paths once crossed mine, but the encounters were so brief that I never got to hear their stories. What happened to them? What if I bring them back in writing, ask the questions that I never asked, and answer them with my imagination?
During my senior year in high school, the school hired a conversation teacher from Nigeria to help us practice spoken English. Despite the fact that English was a crucial component of our education, none of the students had ever had a face-to-face experience with anyone from an English-speaking country, so we were all very excited to meet him. I remember our English teacher telling us that this conversation teacher's name was Benjamin, "just like Benjamin Franklin." When my class finally got to meet him, Benjamin asked us to please understand that he was a friend, not a teacher. But the fact is, sadly, he did not become our friend. That one meeting turned out to be the only time that we talked to him. All we learned about him were the things he told us that one time-that in his country it was not acceptable to eat while you were walking on the street, that he had come to China at his brother's bidding, and that he liked Michael Jackson. I saw him on campus several times, but I was too shy to initiate a conversation with him. Then, a few months later, he left the school. Rumors said that he stomped out in a rage, but nobody was sure what had caused his dissatisfaction. Now, thinking back, I wish that I had reached out to get to know Benjamin. We were all so concentrated on our studies that it seldom occurred to us that life poses other challenges beside the National Higher Education Entrance Examination. That a teacher might need a warm word of support from us was a notion very far beyond us. In a sort of dream/wish-fulfillment attempt to make up for what I failed to grasp, I dedicate my first story to Benjamin, an epitome of displacement whose life path crossed mine years before I could understand the meaning of the word.
In short, my first story idea arises from a belated question: Why did our conversation teacher leave the school after only a few months' employment? This is a question to which the actual answer might have faded into a remote memory, the remnant of a bitter event from which those involved have moved on. Yet to me, the bystander, the question re-emerges years after the actual event, resonating ever stronger with my own experience of living abroad, demanding an explanation.
By the time I finish A Special Guest, I already know that I want my second story to take place in a dance studio and that I want to include some Chinese culture. Having had a good experience developing the first story from a question, I set my mind floating around the studio where I used to take dance lessons, trying to pick up a question that I once overlooked. The owner of that dance studio is a forty something man who always enjoys a good laugh. I remember being told that he is currently married to his second wife and that he used to co-own the studio with his first wife-they got divorced a few years ago. Surely, in real life, asking the reason for the divorce would be nosy. But a question that drives a bad gossip in real life could drive a good story on the pages.
The Second Choice depicts "the uncertain course of naturalization" (Koshy 608).
In critiquing Jhumpa Lahiri's Interpreter of Maladies, Susan Koshy points out that, in Lahiri's stories, "racial or national differences remain a latent force in the action, and the narrative energy stems from conflicts triggered by gender, sexuality, or generational difference" (595). This is also what I try to capture of the "diasporic citizenship" (607) in the second story-that despite the particular culture they come from, the characters laugh and cry for the same elements of life as people of other culture backgrounds, while the "latent force" of that particular culture affects the diasporic citizens in uncertain ways.
Koshy argues that "the diasporic citizen becomes a vehicle for minority cosmopolitanism by reconfiguring 'imperfect' or plural national attachments as a mode of inhabiting the earth" (597). What I try to show in The Second Choice is that, removed from the larger cultural context, "national attachments" could be rendered quite fragile and disappointing, and the reconfiguration of these "imperfect" attachments is the diasporic citizen's way of sustaining a sense of temporal contentment. In The Second Choice, the divorce of Uncle Jeremy and Aunty Mei is certainly a disappointment. But the bigger disappointment is the failed faith of the nephew. The diasporic citizens in this story have maintained a close family tie. With the proud way in which the nephew relates to the origin of his aunt's name as well as the old story that coincides with his uncle's marriage, I try to show that the nephew attaches a large part of his identity to his Chinese heritage, and without many sophisticated cultural symbols (literature, art, etc.) to carry the heritage, he greatly relies on this family romance to maintain this attachment. When his uncle's marriage is in crisis, the nephew feels that his identity is also in crisis.
The story also attempts to show the pluralism in the diasporic citizens' reconfiguration of their national attachments. When the romance fails, the older family members quickly find new reassurance about the changed situation from the second half of the historical story (which the nephew probably has never heard of until the end of the story, but this is up to the reader's interpretation), while the nephew consoles himself with the acknowledgement of uncertainty and relativism as the norm of life.
The limitations in the characters' perspectives are essential to both stories. It is because of these limitations that they experience disappointments, but at the same time, without some limitations of view, none of us can enjoy the temporary contentment in life.
I choose to tell both stories in first person, because the first person point of view is, in my opinion, the most effective in showing the limitations of a particular perspective. Inspired by Ishiguro, I also try to create a feeling of a limited perspective through a very meticulous, analytical style of narration-a style that prompts deep thinking in readers and invites doubts. In A Special Guest, the limitation of Benjamin's perspective lies in his inattentiveness to human relations, and the use of a "central narrator" (Burroway 210) allows the story to, without sacrificing the structure, show Benjamin's habit of perceiving his surroundings only in terms of how they relate to his own experience. In The Second Choice, Ruiming is a "peripheral narrator" (210), whose narration is centered on his uncle. This is also in accordance with the limitation of the narrator's perspective-a decentered self that is dependent on the stability of the Chinese diasporic community.
Ishiguro is a master at consoling the readers on the ultimate disappointment with temporal contentment. He often ends his works with small physical enjoyments that provide temporary satisfaction, which seems to point to a belief that, even though disappointments and crises are perpetual, we could still seek the small, temporary pleasures that make life worth living. My father believed that every meal with the boss is real business-it was a point that he never forgot to emphasize when he recounted stories of his early years in America. In grad school, he entertained his professors with Nigerian dishes and novelties at departmental luncheons and lab dinners, during which he would deliberate over his words and, with just the right portion of carelessness in his tone, insinuate that he had been working long hours in the lab. "You've got to create chances to market yourself.
Nobody else will speak for you," father used to declare. His English, after many years in quickly splashed some water on my face and went downstairs.
A black Volkswagen Passat was just pulling in as I stepped out of the building.
The front passenger door opened, and I saw it was Mr. Hu.
"Did you have a good rest, Mr. Martins?" Mr. Hu beamed broadly and extended a hand to me. "Please get in the car. Our school driver will take us to the restaurant."
The driver turned to look at me as I seated myself in the back. Mr. Hu said something in Chinese-perhaps, "this is the new teacher from America"-and the driver nodded and smiled at me.
The drive to the restaurant was quite relaxing. The sun had set by now and the street was lit up by the tall street lamps on both sides. There were quite a few locals on the wide sidewalk, who seemed to be families enjoying a leisurely after-supper walk in the summer night breeze. "Although I've always considered bubble tea a bit too girly for me," I said, "I don't think a McDonald's coffee says 'thank you' in the correct tone." We both laughed and Lili started leading me to the bubble tea place.
It was only a small booth that sold cold drinks. The foamy drink was just like the bubble tea from the tea shop outside my apartment back in college. We sat down on a long bench near the exit of the supermarket, and Lili asked how I learned about this job. I told her that I recently graduated from college with a degree in biology. "Many of my fellow students went on to graduate schools, but I wasn't sure if I wanted to do the same. Hu to give me my work schedule, but I wasn't completely idle. My apartment building was located on campus, and I had been walking all over the place to feel my way around.
Second High had four classroom buildings and one office building. Behind one of the classroom buildings there were six outdoor ping-pong tables made of concrete. The paint on the tables had faded to a mottled greyish color-you could barely see the white lines.
In the middle of each table there was a row of bricks that seemed to supply the place of the net. Every afternoon I saw a group of older men gather around this area to play pingpong. Back home, I had never been too enthusiastic about ping-pong, but I hadn't touched any sports since I arrived here, and I found myself craving for a part in this local fun. However, I hesitated at the prospect of introducing myself and joining those men, as I figured they probably didn't speak any English. Then one afternoon, when I spotted Lili walking from the classroom building to her office, I quickly walked up to her and begged her to introduce me to them. It was an easy task for her. As it turned out, those men were all retired teachers of this school. They all had worked with Mr. Hu and known Lili since she was little. Lili later told me that she called all of them "uncles." With Lili's help I quickly made friends with them and started playing ping-pong on a daily basis. Although we didn't share the same language, they never ran out of patience reading my hand gestures and body language.
Lili had taken me shopping three times, twice for groceries and once for clothes.
She had taught me how to give instructions to cab drivers and how to tell salespeople what I wanted in Chinese, but I still called her whenever I needed to go out.
Once Lili took me to the office that she shared with eleven other English teachers.
Every teacher had his or her own desk. But all the desks were pushed together in twos or threes, which meant each one of them had one or two "desk neighbors." I began to wonder where my desk would be placed when I started teaching. If I was assigned to Lili's office, I could see myself becoming Lili's desk neighbor, as she currently only had one neighbor, and her desk was at a corner of the office where a third one could easily be added. I told this to Lili, but she only laughed a bit awkwardly. You might think I was attracted to her. My brother thought so when I told him about Lili on the phone. But it wasn't that. I might have made it sound like I spent a lot of time with her, but in fact Lili seldom had free time. Besides her busy work schedule, she was also studying; she wanted to go to graduate school. In order to be accepted by a graduate program, she had to get good grades in a set of exams.
"Don't tell anybody that I'm studying for those exams," said Lili during one of our shopping trips. "Mr. Martins, every teacher in this school is hired for the special skills he or she possesses. And your special skills are the language you speak and the culture you come from. The other English teachers here, they teach the way they have been taught in their school years. They ask the students to memorize words, phrases, grammar rules, and texts. That is the old-fashioned way, although an effective way to get the students through the important National Higher Education Entrance Examination. But for the New-Model school that Second High strives to be, we need to add something to supplement the oldfashioned method. We need you to immerse the students in your language and culture.
The students will still have their regular English teacher for words and grammar. But you will be their special teacher for immersion."
The arrangement was that I should teach one class per day, but each day I would have different groups of students. The total number of students at Second High was around 3,000, so it would take almost a whole semester to cover all students by one round. "It's a small addition to their English education," said Mr. Hu, "but at least we are trying to do something new. Mr. Martins, because you are not expected to give the students assignments or grade anything, you do not need to sit for office hours like the other teachers. Your time outside the classroom is at your own disposal."
I was quite happy with this arrangement. My workload was light. I talked to students about movies or sports in slowed-down English, which didn't take much preparation. I didn't need to worry about repeating the same topic since I had different students each day. My classes were in the afternoons, so after class I would just go home, change, and rush to my ping-pong games.
I usually started my class by asking what the students wanted to know about
America. Once, a girl brought up that a Starbucks was recently opened in the city where her cousin worked. "My cousin says it's too expensive for her, but her boss likes it," she declared. "Do you drink a lot of coffee? Do you like Starbucks?" "I suppose I do. But you can actually get more than just coffee at Starbucks. They can also brew green tea for you."
One student said it was quite unnecessary to go somewhere just for green tea. "If I go to Starbucks I will not get green tea. I will get something that I can't make myself.
How difficult is it to pour hot water into tea leaves?" Then another pointed out that the advantage of Starbucks was that it made even a simple cup of tea more enjoyable by providing a place for people to sit down with friends.
"I'll make a pot of tea at my own place and invite my friends."
"You mean our dirty dorm?"
My mind started to drift off in the midst of these arguments. I was brought back to one particular afternoon, not long after I had decided to come to China. It was earlier that same day that my father had said "you are not that type." That afternoon, I had gone to the Starbucks a couple of blocks away from my parents' house to grab a coffee. I had seated myself inside on one of those tall chairs by the window. From where I was sitting, I could see three outdoor ceiling fans slowly stirring the air on the patio, and the green fabric of the big Starbucks parasols moving gently with the airflow.
I could remember that afternoon so vividly, mostly because there had been this one guy who caught my attention. He was sitting underneath one of the patio parasols, wearing a big wristwatch, grey striped T-shirt, and khaki shorts. A square shape depressed into the back of his cotton shirt below the neckline, where a fabric tag must have been sewn onto the inside of the shirt. At times, he pressed a cell phone to his ear.
He appeared to be my age. His dark skin was almost the same shade as mine. Small, tight curls crawled on his scalp. His car key lay on the table, attached to the logo of a local
university. Next to the key was a book-Common American Phrases in Everyday
Contexts. The book was the only thing that revealed his foreignness. Would father consider him "that type"? I remembered myself trying to picture him to be the very image of my father 30 years ago, well, minus the cell phone.
* * * After that class of discussing Starbucks, an English teacher, Mr. Xu, whom I remembered to be Lili's desk neighbor, came to me to "borrow a class." He explained that a standardized test was approaching. The group of students that I was going to teach the next day were his students, and he wondered if I could let him have the students instead.
"Mr. Martins, it is very important that the students do well on this test. The school's ranking depends on it. Please let me borrow your class so I can get them better prepared."
I found this request extremely unusual, but I told him that I had no problem as long as Mr. Hu agreed. Later that day I went to Mr. Hu's office to ask his opinion on this matter. Mr. Hu seemed very tired, but he listened attentively as I explained Mr. Xu's request and confirmed that such "borrowing" was allowed as long as the teacher had a good reason.
After this incident several other teachers borrowed classes from me, including
Lili. I discovered that those kinds of tests happened almost every month. At first it was just the English teachers that came to borrow my classes. But before long teachers of all subjects started to swarm in whenever there was an "important test." Sometimes I went through a whole week without having to teach.
One day I was at a ping-pong game when Lili came up and asked if I had a few minutes. I was already losing the game so I simply stopped trying and waved goodbye to the men. I was still embarrassed about the game when Lili and I walked onto the track surrounding the playground. "I need to make them want me to go. I can't make really bad mistakes so that they fire me. The graduate school won't take me if I have bad records. But I can act inappropriately so that they will be happy to let me go. Benjamin, I need you to kiss me. I need you to kiss me in public, where the principal can see. They can't fire me for kissing, but they will not want me here after they see us kissing in public. Will you do that?"
Lili's eyes shone with confidence in her plan. But I was slightly annoyed. Had she even considered the consequence I would have to bear if we were to carry it out? True, she said that the school wouldn't fire a teacher for kissing in public. But I could see her plan was still selfish.
"Lili, I wish I could help. But you see, your plan, it's bound to jeopardize my career. There must be some other way."
The eagerness faded from Lili's face. "Benjamin, I thought you would have known by now. The school is not planning to renew your contract after this semester.
They are letting you go."
At first I couldn't take in what Lili said. I tried to make sense of it, but the noises from the students-athletes, which had been barely noticeable before, now seemed to interfere with my thinking. I turned and saw that they had started their training-three of them were running in our direction. We stepped to the side of the track and let the runners pass us. It was only then that I managed to absorb Lili's words and give the situation a give a few workshops at our studio next month. At this announcement, our small conference room/office immediately starts to bubble with excitement. It is very encouraging news for the staff members, as GK is a legendary figure among professional ballroom dancers. I can guarantee, any young instructor in our studio would be more than happy to give up a summer vacation on the beach for a face-to-face meeting with GK.
As a dancing professional, I of course have been looking forward to meeting an inspiring figure like GK. However, as the nephew, knowing the history between GK and Aunty Mei, I must say my uncle's announcement strikes me as odd. My uncle and aunt have known GK since their youth in China. They went to the same dance school, and GK was Aunty Mei's lover before my uncle. Rumors say that GK has never gotten over my aunt, which is why his two marriages both ended in divorce.
Still, GK's visit wouldn't disturb me a bit if my uncle's marriage were as good as, say, six months ago. I look through the glass window of the conference room. Across the polished dance floor, Aunty Mei is typing something on the computer at the small front desk. It's the third time this week that she didn't attend our staff meeting. meeting, I'd be annoyed too. But I must point out that they are not being fair when they suggest that marriage is somehow easy for my aunt and uncle, as if any couple could do it were they in the same situation. Those young people are mistaken, to think a couple that co-own a dance studio "dance together all the time." In fact, during the two years that I have been working for them, I've seen my aunt and uncle dancing together in the studio no more than five times, except when they need to demonstrate some steps to the other instructors, of course.
This is partly because, as instructors of the studio, none of us dance with each other very often. All of us, including my uncle and aunt, spend most of our time in oneon-one lessons with students. When we hold parties in the studio, we are all occupied with inviting the students to dance, keeping them entertained, and making sure every student has a partner-so you wouldn't see the instructors inviting each other to dance at those parties.
But it's not that we never have occasions for instructors to show off a little. There are often two or three dance shows arranged at the beginning of our parties-these are the opportunities for the instructors to pair with each other and amaze the students with showy routines at the professional level. But my uncle and aunt usually give these show opportunities to the younger instructors, and even if one of them were to dance, it would be with another instructor. This is for a specific reason, as my uncle once explained to me. In a dance studio, the students tend to think the owners the strongest dancers, especially in our case-that is, all the other instructors are younger than the owners. Also, my aunt and uncle represent the romantic ideal of ballroom dancing-they are both a real life couple and long-time dance partners. These facts could easily put my uncle and aunt on a pedestal that no other instructors in the studio can reach, which wouldn't be good for the business, because the students of the other instructors would think they are not given the best deal. So by avoiding dancing with each other, and giving the show opportunities to the younger instructors, my uncle and aunt are actually trying to minimize that "undesirable idolization."
So you see, they do not actually "dance together all the time." Despite what some may think, they do not have an easy way to sustain their marriage by twirling around to dreamy tunes. In fact, even in the days when they did "dance together all the time," that is, before they started this studio business, when they engaged themselves in all kinds of competitions, what I observed in them was the utmost seriousness towards their profession. Although ballroom dancing is a romantic sport, at its very core it's high standard self-control. A beginner often makes the mistake of depending on the partner for body support. But one must learn to shift weight within oneself, not to one's partner. The leading and following can appear flawless only when both dancers are able to hold their own bodies. In my opinion, the secret to their matrimonial harmony is that they apply this same strength of control to situations that could lead to potential conflicts-such situations are plentiful when a couple co-own a business, as you can imagine.
Lately, however, they both seem to be letting loose a bit in terms of this control.
It's not like I have seen any outbursts in the studio. Just small things, like last week, for instance. One of our staff members, Lydia, forgot her dance shoes at home last Monday.
Instead of asking her to go home to get her shoes, my uncle told her to simply wear my aunt's dance shoes, since they wore the same size. Lydia needed to teach early that morning. But my aunt didn't have any lessons scheduled until later that day, so she didn't need her dance shoes that morning. In this sense, I thought my uncle's arrangement was reasonable. My aunt was in the bathroom at the time. When she came out and saw Lydia wearing her shoes, she said she would go home to grab another pair. Nobody sensed anything wrong then. But my aunt never came back that day. Kate took over her students and I had to give my uncle a ride home at the end of the day. After that my uncle and aunt stopped coming to the studio in the same car. This incident may not seem a big deal to you. But knowing how the two had been for all these years, I could tell they crossed a boundary that they had carefully maintained for a long time, and it's the fact that things like this have been happening for months between them that has gotten me alarmed, which is why I am so surprised that uncle should invite Aunty Mei's old lover to the studio at such a time.
* * * For days our work in the studio has revolved around the planning for GK's visit:
updating the news on our website, distributing fliers to our students, getting students to sign up for private workshops with GK, selling tickets to the dance party that is arranged at the end of GK's visit, etc. My part is to plan the dance party. The Chinese version that mother used to play, which I also believe to be the version that my uncle and aunt are familiar with, goes like this as I recall:
Lyrics gently ripple the lake at dusk.
The distant mill shines through the misty twilight.
The train runs by, Its windows lit up in splendors.
Two youthful lads wait for me
On two sides of the rowan tree.
Oh, you thriving rowan tree, Snowy blossoms cover you.
Oh, you lovely rowan tree, What myth puzzles you?
The version that I'm showing uncle is a Russian one, but I'm certain that the tune is enough to remind Aunty Mei of these lyrics. When she hears it, she will remember whatever it was that made her choose uncle over GK twenty years ago.
That is, if I get to let Aunty Mei hear it. However, as I say, uncle is angry with my idea. "But-you two are meant for each other. You are the couple that others want to be." "Ruiming, you know better than to listen to all that family talk. 'Predestined match' is just a formula that happened to fit in our case. When the formula fails people will find another one to entertain their minds with."
Through the glass window of my uncle's office, I can see the two TVs on the wall above our dance floor-in one of them, uncle proudly leads my aunt circling around the dance floor, saluting the judges and spectators.
"Your aunt is a respectable dancer. Dancing is her life. Nothing else means more to her. It's a pity she didn't go on competing. With that kind of talent and determination, she could have made it. When I married her, I thought I was the same. We agreed that we would not have children, because your aunt's figure would not be the same after bearing a child."
"But there are plenty of female dancers that have had children. Kate had a girl and she has almost gotten back to shape now." Even as I'm saying this, I know my argument sounds weak and pathetic. I know listing other people's stories is hardly going to solve the problem that is troubling my aunt and uncle.
"Everybody is different. Your aunt knows her body. Plus, there's the example of her own mother, whose dancing career was ended because of that. Anyway, the point is,
she could not risk it. She would not allow the possibility of herself having anything less than a perfect dancer's figure. Now I know what you are thinking. She is already forty.
It's not likely that she will go back to do serious competitions. What's the point of her keeping a perfect figure? But it doesn't matter. You aunt will always see herself as a dancer, whether she is 40, 50, or 60. And I respect that. You should too. I thought I was the same. But it gets hard, when you reach your forties and still don't have a young one.
Neither of us is getting any younger. Your aunt has suggested that we adopt a child. But, I guess I never realized how traditional I am. We will get a divorce. She will go with GK, while I will remarry and have children." Uncle places the figurine back on his desk and turns his gaze to me. "Your tea must be cold. I'll go make a new pot." My mother picks up the teapot.
"Don't drink the cold tea, Ruiming."
My mother holds the traditional Chinese belief that cold tea harms the body. But there is a subtle sweetness in this cup that I'm particularly fond of. As I sip the lukewarm tea, I begin to think of my Aunty Mei, and I wonder if she is living a good life.
